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THE MUSEUM AND MONASTERY OF PEDRALBES I  AN 
INTERESTING EXAMPLE OF HARMONY BETWEEN FORM AND 
CONTENT, WITH OCCASIONAL CONTRASTS WHICH IN FACT 
SERVE TO HIGHLIGHT THE OVERALL PERFECTION RATHER 
THAN DETRACTING FROM IT. THE END RESULT IS 
ADMIRABLE, ESPECIALLY IN ITS RESPONSE TO THE RARELY 
SATISFIED NEED FOR INTIMACY. 
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he great museums of the world 
-the Louvre, the British Museum, 
the Prado al1 come to rnind- 
have a history behind them rnarked by 
a possessive, almost depredatory urge 
which has turned them into a kind of 
supermarket. The considerable amass- 
ment is  notoriously wearying. The 
harassed visitor wandering up and 
down the halls, passages and galleries 
begins to blink at the sight of so many 
characters on horseback, so much na- 
ked, ripe or well-filled flesh, so many 
gaunt, ashen penitents. The spectacle 
offered in official museums by the feasts 
of kings, the ,sumptuous draperies with 
their endless folds almost spilling out of 
the frarnes, the "déjeuners" on or off 
the grass, with more or less nyrnph-like 
wornen in what are supposedly joyful 
poses, is enough to dizzy any visitor 
who ventures forth, catalogue in hand, 
preppred to put a pair of sturdy legs to 
the test. ltching to see whatever there is 
to see, the visitor is finally shattered by 
this cultural "zapping", totally over- 
whelmed and disheartened. 
For some visitors to art collections, the 
best solution to the problern of artistic 
overcrowding is  to ignore the siren 
songs al1 around them and head stub- 
bornly for a previously selected corn- 
plete works, painting or sculpture. 
There, on their chosen spot, withdrawn 
from the world, they can concentrate 
their attention on the subject of their 
choice. Right now, for example, I re- 
rnember the famous head of a dog, 
painted by Goya, which hangs, or hung, 
in the Prado, on the second floor, 
tucked away in a corner somewhere on 
the right going in. It strikes me as one of 
the rnost successful examples of an 
interesting synthesis avant la lettre for- 
med by the lyrical abstraction of the 
large opaque planes and the figurative 
representation of the head, which 
seems to stand out from the picture. Or 
the Garden of Delights, irnrnortal for so 
rnany reasons, which i s  in another cor- 
ner of the building, perhaps on the sec- 
ond floor, after a disconcerting string 
of Virgins and Magdalenes that have 
nothing to do with it. In short, if we want 
to be reasonably sure of making head- 
way, the only thing for it is  to leave 
everything else to one side, and if need 
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be press on with head down and eyes 
glued to the floor, except to avoid on- 
coming hazards. 
All this leads me to the radically new 
and fresh sensation of a visit to the 
museum and monastery which has so 
enriched Barcelona, thanks to public 
funding and, at last, the donation by the 
community of nuns of St Clare of Santa 
Maria de Pedralbes. Thanks to their ge- 
nerosity, we can visit what until 1983 
was the convent and its different rooms; 
the chapter house, rectory, refectory, 
kitchen, infirmary and procures, con- 
taining many of the pictures, furniture 
and equipment used by the nuns when 
they lived there. All in all, it makes up 
an interesting example of harrnony be- 
tween form and content, with occasion- 
al contrasts which in fact serve to high- 
light the overall perfection rather than 
detracting from it. The end result is ad- 
mirable, and in my opinion responds 
particularly well to the need for intimacy 
which is so rarely satisfied in al1 these 
grandiose "national" centres. Here, in 
the midst of peace and quiet going back 
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to 1326, when Queen Elisenda of Mont- 
cada built this refuge in which to get 
away from the wearying clamour of 
court, our senses delight in the cloister 
-the size of Barcelona's Plaga Reial- 
and we can escape from the mad whirl 
that normally assails us to contemplate 
the austerity of the cells reserved for 
meditation, for the beauty of empty time 
or for inner elevation towards soaring 
spiritual heights. Here, amidst the sche- 
matic lines of Catalan Gothic architec- 
ture, which preserved its state of inno- 
cence until the arrival of the Black Death 
in 1348, we can see the simple arran- 
gement of somewhat portentous, lofty 
rooms of Santa Maria de Pedralbes, 
bearable living quarters despite the 
rigourous style of the times. More than 
anything else, of course, the setting 
helps us understand and fully appre- 
ciate the treasures contained there. 
But to speak of the contents of the mu- 
seum and monastery of Pedralbes 
means to speak of Arnau and Ferrer 
Bassa, father and son, both of them 
painters and miniaturists working in Bar- 
celona, who produced Queen Mary of 
Navarre's Llibre d'Hores í 1338-1 3421, 
the Taula de la Coronació de la Verge, 
in Bellpuig de les Avellanes, the Llibre 
dels Usatges i Costums de Catalunya 
(1  3331, the Retaule de Sant Marc, orig- 
inally in Barcelona Cathedral and now 
in the church of Santa Maria in Manresa 
-a genuine marvel of naturalness- and 
many other paintings on wood such as 
those now in the Walters Art Gallery in 
Baltimore and the Pierpoint Morgan Li- 
brary in New York. The style, both in the 
illuminated books and in the altar- 
pieces, shows the clear influence of the 
school of Sienna in the movement of 
the figures, in a kind of inner ioy of the 
human groups portrayed, which goes 
beyond the stiff, unbending hierarchies 
of the primitives. 
But the museum and monastery of Pe- 
dralbes also contains what is undoubt- 
edly the most important selection of 
work by the Bassas. These are the mu- 
rals, which have been well preserved 
and cover three of the walls of the cha- 
pel of Sant Miquel from the handrail up 
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to the ceiling. They are immediately 
striking for the way everything in them 
seethes and writhes. The feeling of 
movement is most effective when you 
stop before the sudden, startled gesture 
of the Virgin of the Annunciation, as 
though she wanted to avoid the great 
events in store for her; or Saint Peter's 
gesture in the Garden of Olives as he 
cuts off the servant's ear with the preci- 
sion of a professional butcher, a bit lim- 
ited by the weight of his body, appa- 
rently hindered by some kind of rheu- 
matism. Don't look for proud knights, 
august majesties or angelic seraphim in 
this chapel; this is the realm of the 
townspeople, artisans, public servants, 
homey people, members of a new class 
who, led by the cloth-merchants and 
armourers who plied the ports of the 
Mediterranean, had come to occupy 
centre stage in a well-off and secure 
society. Here we scent the first traces 
of the Renaissance that grew and ex- 
panded in the ltalian Peninsula. 
Within the monastery's almost perfect 
rational layout, we must also look at the 
two well rehabilitated rooms, reached 
by a small but somewhat irritating flight 
of black marble stairs, which contain the 
collection donated to the city by the 
Thyssen-Bornemisza family. This exhibi- 
tion, like the rest of the building, is also 
welcoming, and we can admire it at lei- 
sure, pausing before each of the 72 
paintings and 8 sculptures running in 
chronological order from the period of 
the building to after the Baroque. Has 
real thought been put into the selection 
and hanging of the pictures -that is, in 
the themes chosen to link one with an- 
other? On this question, I prefer not to 
give an opinion. I would go so far as to 
make a mild criticism, not of the quality 
of the work on show, which is generally 
very high, but of the way it is  arranged, 
strung out like a midday stroll past dif- 
ferent-coloured shop windows. It might 
have been better to leave a gap to 
indicate the different periods more 
clearly, or to move the more modern 
pictures to another part of the house. 
But my comments on the way the exhibi- 
tion is set out are in fact of little impor- 
tance. What really matters is the qua- 
lity, the overall tone, which is more than 
acceptable. I would pick out Titian's Vir- 
gin with child, an oil-painting on wood, 
tender and soft, composed around a 
simple spiral formed by the faces of the 
mother and baby close together and 
with a well balanced light. Then there is 
the Fra Angelico from the altarpiece of 
humility, so skillfully put together, sur- 
rounded by five serving angels, two of 
them musicians, that border it like the 
stars of a pentagon, and the paintings 
by Tadeo Gaddi, Lucas Cranach, Tinto- 
retto and Veronese, by Canaletto íthe 
view of Venice, so full of energy!), by 
Zurbarán, Velázquez and Tiepolos, with 
perhaps the exception of some of the 
Rubens, which I find disappointing. All 
of this successfully rounds off our visit to 
Pedralbes, which for once has managed 
to combine the architectural layout with 
the art it houses in an arrangement that 
is neither overwhelrning nor disperse. 
The end result makes the museum and 
monastery of Pedralbes well worth a 
visit. ¤ 
